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As this issue went to press, word was received of the death
of Axel V. Pedersen on November 12, 1986 in Los Angeles.
He is survived by his daughter, Jenny Erickson, three
grandsons, and one great granddaughter.

Axel Pedersen - Timber Engineer
by OLGA STRANDVOLD OPFELL
INTRODUCTION
H. C. 0rsted (1777-1851), the world-famous discoverer
of electromagnetism, had a deep understanding of the close
connection between science and technology. As director of
the Polytechnical College (later named the Technical University of Denmark), he inspired a succession of technical discoveries, inventions, and industries. Since his day Danish
engineers have been known for their training, ingenuity, and
rigorous standards. Those who have come to the United
States have invariably demonstrated the superiority of their
methods. The story of one such Danish-American engineer
follows.
"Into verdant Chavez Ravine, where goats grazed and
brownskinned children gamboled in play, the bustle of the
great city just over the hill is intruding. There the largest
vaulted roof in the West is nearing completion above the
massive concrete walls of the United States Naval Reserve's
$1,000,000 Armory. Quarters for four divisions of bluejackets, four ·companies of marine reserves, three squadrons
of aviation reserves, and the largest drilling floor in America
are being completed." So in 1940 ran a story in the Los
Angeles Times. On the eve of Pearl Harbor, the Armory was
an important defense unit.
The Armory clipping is one of many arresting items to
be found in the scrapbooks of Axel V. Pedersen, a Danishborn engineer, who was actively involved in the fabrication
of that huge roof. Having devoted most of his career to the
special field of timber engineering, Pedersen now lives at the
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Axel V. Pedersen

Lutheran Home in Solvang, California, rich in memories of
having helped to develop Summerbell Roof Structures in Los
Angeles, a company which greatly contributed to the
growth of Southern California industry. In 1953, a company
paper reported that during 31 years of continuous operation,
Summerbell had built "6,668 acres (over 300,000,000 square
feet) of roof trusses and roof structures."
Summerbell, the first concern to build trusses commercially in the western United States, did only a few things, but
did them supremely well. It specialized in laminated
(layered) bowstring trusses, glued arches, and the unique
lamella roofs.
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The bowstring truss.

Bowstring trusses were economic building units of
incomparable value where wide-span roofs, without intermediate support, were desired. Summerbell provided safe
roofs for auditoriums,
supermarkets, dance pavilions,
gymnasiums,
sound stages, warehouses,
factories
structures with large floor space and without the inconvenience of supporting partitions. The superior strength of the
Summerbell bow trusses was demonstrated during the 1933
earthquake in Long Beach when hundreds of buildings were
demolished. The Summerbell trusses, even the longest ones
measuring 150 feet, were not even damaged.
Glued arches were equally adaptable to industrial
buildings and church architecture. (A striking example is St.
Anne 's Catholic Church in Santa Ana, California.) During
World War II they offered a special advantage because they
required very little metal. Lamella roofs (the name comes
from the platelets on bivalve mollusks) were used for social
halls and gymnasiums. Besides being decorative, they
produced fine acoustics.
Thanks to Axel Pedersen 's suggestions in the late 1930s,
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Summerbell also introduced to the building industry in the
Western United States the idea of using glued-laminated
construction. As it steadily improved upon the techniques,
Axel Pedersen took out seven patents for glued joints.
It was possibly only because he emigrated to this
country that he became a timber engineer. Had he remained
in Denmark, he no doubt would have continued in the career
for which he had trained. Born in Copenhagen on June 3,
1893, he was first a pupil in United Church Schools
(Forenede Kirke Skoler). Then, at the age of 16, he became
an apprentice in the city's Navy dockyard, just opposite the
bustling Port of Copenhagen. From 1911 to 1915 he attended
the Naval Engineer School (Ingeni0r Elev Skoien). One of
the highlights of his education was an exciting voyage to
Iceland with other cadets on board the Heimdal in 1911 .
Having graduated as an assistant engineer and naval
architect, he continued to work on the designs of ships and
engines at the Navy dockyard. During World War I he often
traveled to Sweden to inspect Danish Navy material
purchased there.
At the age of 26 he decided to further his professional
development in the United States. But he intended to stay
only three years. As a draftsman he worked briefly for the
huge New York Shipbuilding Company in Camden, New
Jersey, and then accepted an invitation from two Danish
classmates to join them on a high-spirited automobile (and
camping) trip across the country.
In 1920, long before the age of superhighways, this was
an adventurous undertaking. In Colorado, on October 10,
the young Dane noted in his diary: "Too much sulphur-bad
smell-we started on the old track-got
stuck. A real hailstorm coming up-motor
out of order-council
of
war-more
hard work-back
to Steamboat Springs and the
road to Elk Creek-camping
alongside a schoolhouse-rain
through the night." That day he recorded the mileage as only
28.8. Along the way he had learned to ddve.
After reaching Seattle, Axel Pedersen found employment as an assistant inspector of airplanes at Boeing Aircraft, then in its fledgling phase. But with his Danish training
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he was so rigorous in his standards and so intolerant of
sloppy execution that he refused to accept much of what he
was supposed to approve. Before long he left Boeing for
Todd Drydock and Shipbuilding, also in Tacoma, where he
was hired as a designer. After a year he drove to San
Francisco with one of his former traveling companions, and
then after another stint as a designer, bought the car in which
he and his friends had crossed America, and set out alone for
Los Angeles.
At the beginning of 1922 an ad in the Los Angeles Times
caught his eye. The Summerbell wood roof truss which had
been built and marketed in the Middle West, was now being
introduced and developed on the West Coast, and the newlyformed Summerbell Truss Company wanted an engineer and
draftsman for its bowstring trusses. After a successful interview, during which he was asked to draw a stress diagram, a
requisite for any building permit, Axel Pedersen became one
of the first employees. Gradually he took charge of sales,
credit purchasing, and estimating as well.
In 1929, with a change of ownership, the company

Some members of the Summerbell team.
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became Summerbell Roof Structures, and Axel Pedersen,
wearing many hats, added supervising production and
research to his other duties. Modestly he now speaks of
himself as having been "a middle man" or coordinator.
Subsequently he became vice-president and secretarytreasurer.
He had watched Summerbell grow impressively so that
plant and equipment came to include such assets as a lumber
yard and mill where good lumber (usually Douglas fir) was
kept on sticks continually drying; a steel shop; a large hot
room for gluing; a glue-laminating plant; a permanent
testing beam and equipment; and an ample supply of heavy
and light trucks, trailers, cranes, and carriers. During Axel
Pedersen' s Summerbell years, the company made another
major contribution to wood-laminating development by
sponsoring an extensive series of tests on glued laminated
timber arches. These tests were performed at the California
Institute of Technology in Pasadena.
To deal with hundreds of clients, Axel Pedersen traveled
widely over the state and in the Southwest. Over the years
the challenging projects multiplied designing and
fabricating roof structures for all the buildings of the
California Southwest Exposition in Long Beach in 1926; for
the Palladium, Los Angeles' gigantic dance hall; for the Pan
Pacific Auditorium; for the Warner Brothers sound stage
renovated after a fire; for the United Artists, 20th CenturyFox, RKO, Paramount, Max Sennett, and the Charlie
Chaplin studios; and William Randolph Hearst 's private
airplane hangar at his palatial estate, San Simeon. There too
Summerbell took on a somewhat different assignment when
it built two bridges across Hearst's private lake.
During World War II, Summerbell turned its attention
to the nation's service and supplied roof trusses for structures
in 14 airfields in California, Utah, and Arizona. Summerbell
workmen were busy at the sites of various Navy swimming
pools, halls, and gymnasiums, and at two huge hangars in
Tustin, California, that were built in 1942 to house 12 of the
Navy blimps that were patrolling the coast in search of
enemy submarines. More than 130 feet high and nearly 300
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A blimp hangar.

feet wide, the hangars have become a landmark on the busy
Santa Ana Freeway. The Goodyear blimp still makes its
annual maintenance stop at the hangars. The area is now a
Marine Corps helicopter base. After the war Summer bell
provided trusses for the hangar housing Howard Hughes' illfated eight-propeller plane, the famous Spruce Goose.
In all these Summerbell enterprises, Axel Pedersen was a
gifted planner as well as superb field general who could
implement building plans and win big contracts. As he says,
he enjoyed working with the common man and found the
employees loyal and devoted. To them he was fondly known
as "Pete," a nickname he never used elsewhere. With such a
abundance of good will, he helped foster a rare community
of interest and intimacy of friendship.
One lamella roof from Summerbell has a special
personal significance for him. It is to be found on the social
hall of Emmanuel Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in
Los Angeles, with which he was long closely associated. In
the old church he met Marie Freudendal, who was to be his
wife for 60 years. He was church president from 1926 until
1927 and again from 1940 through 1945, also serving as
treasurer and financial secretary. In 1936-37 he and Danish
Vice-Consul Ryan Grut helped supervise the construction of
the new church and were instrumental in ensuring its Danish
design like that of a village church.
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The Danish Church in Los Angeles.
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Several other posts grew out of this church affiliation.
In 1945-46 Axel Pedersen served as business manager for
Lutheran Tidings. He was twice secretary and once treasurer
for District 9 of the AELC; a longtime member of the
Lutheran Hospital Society; secretary of the Solvang
Lutheran Home (1950-1953); and longtime board member of
the Lutheran Social Services, its president from 1954 to 1955.
(Even in the 1970s, with customary vigor, he was working
through that organization to abolish drug abuse and helping
establish a halfway house for young men recovering from
drug addiction.)
While still at Summerbell, which he was to leave in
1953, Axel became president of a subsidiary, Economy Farm
Structures. Then beginning in 1955, he was president for
four years of Timber Engineering Company of California.
Here he sold timber fasteners of galvanized iron, which
greatly speeded construction. They were not widely known
until he began promoting them, making good use of his
connections in the building industry and his long association
with architects and engineers. His biggest order, for 500,000
timber fasteners, came from Disneyland.
The Summerbell years, however, have left the most
tangible evidence of work well done. Sound and enduring,
many of the roof trusses and roof structures he helped
design, fabricate, and sell remain in the Greater Los Angeles
area. The buildings they made possible reflect a great deal of
changing demographics and history.

The Summer bell logo.
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